44      OF THE MEEK AND THE MIGHTY
To avoid any unpleasant surprises, we had discussed our
plan of action beforehand, for, with the exception of the
police, no outsiders, and in particular no Europeans, are
admitted to these places. We fixed that Cunningham should
remain standing by the door, while Ryan would go in and
speak with the owner of the den, and I would stand each
time directly beneath the petroleum lamp which usually
hung from the centre of the ceiling, so as to be able to bring
it down by a blow should things take a dangerous turn.
Ryan, who knew all the ins and outs of these places, would
engage the owner in a discussion, which would give me
time to have a look round. They would hardly dare to attack
us, imagining us all three to be detectives; but after that
we should have to move along quickly, for there could
be no question of remaining in that jealously guarded
circle.
The plan worked in two cases. Each time we could smell
the heavy, pungent, sickly-sweet odour of the opium-smoke
even in the ante-room. While Ryan engaged the owner in
conversation, I had time to take a quick look at the clients.
The opium-smokers were usually lying in pairs, fully dressed,
stretched out full-length on the cheap European iron bed-
steads. Between them stood a spirit-lamp, over the flame
of which they held the little brown bead of opium in the
bowl of the pipe, while they inhaled the smoke. A few were
already lying with half-closed eyes in an ecstatic half-slumber.
In one of the two places we visited, there were two fairly
large rooms opening out of each other, one of which was
for opium-smokers, and the other a general recreation-room.
In the latter, the guests were seated in groups, deep in
Chinese games, one of which looked like the counting
machines one gives to children, with coloured wooden
balls fixed on parallel straight wires. In both opium-dens,
I saw only Chinese people. We were not molested, but we
had scarcely entered the third, when five or six men who
had obviously been engaged in a discussion, suddenly sur*